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Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso's problems with the legislature have increased
with the decision by one of the parties that has backed him to withdraw its support. Meanwhile,
death-squad killings are increasing in the country. And, as Brazil prepares to celebrate the 500th
anniversary of the arrival of the Portuguese, Indians plan a protest to commemorate the event.

Trouble in Congress
The Partido da Frente Liberal (PFL), one of Cardoso's principal allies, withdrew its unconditional
support Feb. 19 to protest an alliance in the lower house between the president's Partido da Social
Democracia Brasileira (PSDB) and the Partido Trabalhista Brasileiro (PTB).
Presidential spokesperson Georges Lamaziere said the alliance was a decision by the lawmakers
and that Cardoso has nothing to do with the action by PSDB deputies. The PSDB had 103 seats
in the lower house. With the PTB's 24, it will have 127. The PFL has 101 seats and the Partido do
Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB) 102. "I haven't stopped believing the president, but
neither can I see his party doing these things without his approval," said the PFL's influential Senate
president Antonio Carlos Magalhaes.
The powerful PFL objected to the PSDB's alliance, established Feb. 15, with the PTB as a strategic
move to become the major bloc in the Camara de Diputados. That alliance displaced the PFL, a
key player in the coalition that brought Cardoso to power in 1994 and 1998, as the major party. The
parliamentary bloc is important in naming heads of congressional commissions and in sponsoring
bills. "We lost the majority, but we won our freedom," said Roseana Sarney, governor of the
northern state of Maranhao.
The PFL's withdrawal of absolute support could affect Cardoso's legislative priorities, including
reforms to the political, administrative, judicial, and tax systems. Before the PFL announced its
decision, the administration predicted it would result in chaos. Murillo de Aragao, an analyst with
Arko Advice in Brasilia, said the PFL might now push its own priorities and make it more difficult
to pass Cardoso's bills, especially a "fiscal responsibility" law that sets strict spending limits on
politicians, which is up for final approval in the Magalhaes-controlled Senate.

Death squads increase killings
Brazilian officials said on Feb. 1 that 36 bodies had been found in mass graves in the city of Novo
Gama, on the edge of Goias state just outside Brasilia, where officials believe death squads are
operating with police cooperation. "Now we are certain that death squads exist on the periphery of
Brasilia," said Marcio Araujo, a member of the team investigating unexplained disappearances.
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Officials in Goias said they had arrested at least seven police officers believed to have taken part
in the death squads, which they said were linked to drug trafficking. Death squads have killed
more than 2,500 Brazilians in the last two years and often operate with police support, lawmakers
and human rights activists said Feb. 8. "In 90% of the cases, the military and civilian police are
responsible for the assassinations," said Nelson Pellegrino, a lawmaker who has investigated death
squads in the northeastern state of Bahia. Brazil has one of the highest crime rates in Latin America
with particularly alarming statistics in the vast, remote interior, where crime rings have been linked
to local and even federal officials.
In September, the findings of a congressional commission (Commissao Parlamentar de Inquirito,
CPI) led to the arrest of Hildebrando Pascoal, a former lawmaker alleged to have run a death
squad with links to a narcotics ring in the northern, jungle state of Acre (see NotiSur, 1999-10-08,
1999-11-05). The investigation also resulted in the arrest or investigation of about 150 other suspects.
Working-class Brazilians admire the CPI because it targets "white-collar" criminals. With the jailing
of Pascoal, townspeople in Rio Branco in the state of Acre say they can breathe more easily. "The
violence has ended," said Jair dos Santos, head of a nongovernmental group fighting impunity in the
state. "There has been a complete change."
Santos said death-squad members tortured and murdered more than 200 people in the last two
years, most allegedly on the orders of Pascoal. Pascoal's tentacles reached beyond the Amazon.
The CPI found a 16-state crime network suspected of using Brazilian air force planes to smuggle
cocaine to Europe, laundering millions of dollars through companies in the state of Sao Paulo, and
corrupting legislators, mayors, judges, and police. "It's evident and the CPI demonstrated this
clearly that drug trafficking is more deeply rooted than any of us imagined," said Cardoso. "These
roots reach into sectors of politics, government, and organized crime." "For the first time, we have
shown the relationship of drug trafficking with political power," said Deputy Antonio Biscaia of Rio
de Janeiro, a former prosecutor.

Indians protest celebration
Under the slogan "Another 500 Years," Indian leaders plan to upstage the official commemoration
on April 22 of the Portuguese arrival in this part of the Americas led by Presidents Cardoso and
Jorge Sampaio of Portugal. The 62 events listed on the government's official anniversary program
focus on "discovery" rather than on a "meeting of two worlds," the concept used by Spanish
Americans in 1992 to mark the 500-year anniversary of Christopher Columbus' arrival.
But Brazil's Indians say the event marks 500 years of racial killings, disease, and forced labor. "We
have nothing to commemorate, much less the 'discovery' that led to the massacre and elimination
of some 700 peoples and reduced a population of 5 or 6 million in 1500 to slightly more than 300,000
today," said indigenous leader Marcos Terena. The government's Fundacao Nacional do Indio
(FUNAI) will not take part in the official ceremonies, said Carlos Frederico Mares, head of the
agency.
Mares said the anniversary should be an occasion to reflect on the near extermination of indigenous
peoples during the past 500 years rather than be a cause for celebration. Indigenous groups will
mark the date with a protest, part of a conference scheduled April 18-22 in Santa Cruz de Cabralia,
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near where the Portuguese landed in 1500. The conference will discuss the rights of native peoples,
as well as blacks and the poor, said Jose Adalberto Silva.
Organizers hope to draw at least 100,000 indigenous people, trade unionists, members of the
Movimento Sem Terra (MST), social activists, and representatives of the black community for the
demonstration at the close of the meeting. They hope world attention will note what the 500 years
has meant to the indigenous peoples in Brazil. The conference will push for congressional approval
of the Statute on Indigenous Peoples and Convention 169 of the International Labor Organization
(ILO) guaranteeing the individual and collective rights of native peoples. It will also fight to have
indigenous territory clearly demarcated, especially that of the Pataxo Indians living around Cabralia.
The Cardoso administration has been frantically trying to resolve the dispute between the Pataxo
Indians and 500 ranching families who have settled there illegally. It wants the ranchers off the land
before Cardoso arrives for the celebration with Portuguese President Sampaio. The government
plans to spend more than US$25 million to help resettle the ranchers before the festival.
Bitter land disputes are frequent on Indian reservations where tribes are unable to defend against
violent invasions by ranchers, loggers, and miners who try to intimidate them to leave land rich
in natural resources. In January, armed outsiders entered a small reservation in the state of Mato
Grosso do Sul where they raped six women in the town square in front of their families, torched
houses, and shot two children, one through the mouth, said FUNAI officials. "We are powerless to
get these ranchers off the land without some compensation, which costs millions," said a FUNAI
official. "And FUNAI just does not have that kind of funding." [Source: The Miami Herald, 01/28/00;
Reuters, 02/01/00, 02/08- 10/00, 02/16/00; Inter Press Service, Spanish news service EFE, 02/17/00;
Clarin (Argentina), 02/19/00]
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